
Hart’s Manifesto 
Nearing 70, Gary Hart has learned from the lessons of history. In his new book, The 
Courage of Our Convictions, he asks the Democratic Party to do the same. But will the 
Dems even bother to read it? 
by Vince Darcangelo in Boulder, Colorado 
 
Gary Hart is seated in the back corner of The Market coffee shop in downtown Denver. 
The café smells of warm pastries and fresh-roasted beans and draws an even mix of 
students and professionals—and it’s the place you’re most likely to find the former 
senator conducting business throughout the week. His office is just around the corner, but 
Hart prefers the spacious milieu of the coffee shop. 
 
“Something about four walls, to me, just doesn’t seem like a productive working 
environment,” he says. 
 
Productive is the operative word when discussing the post-congressional life of Gary 
Hart. The former senator carries a workload uncommon for a man who will turn 70 in 
November. He is a fellow at the New America Foundation in Washington; chairman of 
the Council for a Livable World and the American Security Project; he serves on 
Denver’s Greenprint Council, which lays out the mayor’s environmental agenda for the 
city; and from 1998-2001 was co-chair of Bill Clinton’s U.S. Commission on National 
Security for the 21st Century, a bipartisan panel that warned of an impending attack on 
American soil in the months leading up to 9/11. 
 
Hart is also active in academia. In 2001 he earned a Ph.D. in politics from Oxford 
University, and he currently holds the Wirth Chair for Environment and Community 
Development Policy at the University of Colorado. 
 
At one point in time Hart was a rising star in the Democratic Party, the runner-up for the 
party’s presidential nomination in 1984 and the frontrunner for the nod in ’88 before 
withdrawing from the race. But what Hart is best known for these days is his writing. 
He’s a regular contributor to The Huffington Post, and on Sept. 5 he published his 17th 
book, The Courage of Our Convictions: A Manifesto for Democrats. Hart’s manifesto 
challenges Democrats to define their core principles, provides a brief history of the 
party’s role in 20th century America, and offers a set of values that Hart thinks should 
represent the Democratic Party. 
 
The Courage of Our Convictions has come out at what could be a fulcrum point in the 
history of the Democratic Party. On one hand, the Dems seem poised to reclaim control 
of the House and possibly the Senate in the upcoming midterm elections. On the other, a 
recent New York Times Magazine article revealed infighting within the Democratic 
National Committee (DNC), suggesting an organization in the grip of an identity crisis. 
Meanwhile, Hart has written the book that could save the Democratic Party. But will the 
Democrats even bother to read it? 
 
 



The big idea 
Gary Hart has always been a man of ideas. As a U.S. senator from 1975-1987, he stood 
before Congress and championed progressive initiatives such as increased funding for 
education and a comprehensive military reform budget in 1983 that called for a more 
efficient approach to military spending and more emphasis on strategy over weaponry. 
During his first presidential bid in 1984, Hart ran on a platform of “new ideas,” such as 
forgoing campaign contributions from political action committees and putting emphasis 
on emerging technologies to deal with new economic challenges. This earned him the 
support of disenfranchised voters and the scorn of his opponent, Walter Mondale (who 
famously ridiculed Hart’s ideas with the Wendy’s catchphrase “Where’s the beef?”). 
Overall, Hart’s political career was defined by a quest for innovation, not imitation. 
 
For Hart, writing is no different. 
 
“What drives me to write is just ideas,” he says. 
 
For 2004’s The Fourth Power, it was the idea that America lacked a national strategy for 
dealing with the challenges of the 21st century. For 2005’s God and Caesar in America, 
it was the idea that the Religious Right had hijacked American politics and that a 
refresher course on the separation of church and state was in order (delivered by Hart, 
himself an evangelical Christian). 
 
The Courage of Our Convictions, though, is Hart’s most populist outing. The impetus for 
the book didn’t come from the realm of political science, but rather from the people he 
spoke with in classrooms and coffee shops. Everywhere he went, people wanted to know 
one thing: “What do the Democrats stand for?” 
 
He didn’t have an answer, and he knew the Dems needed one. 
 
“It occurred to me since probably Vietnam and the end of the New Deal era—which I 
place between ’32 and ’68, just 36 years—that the identity of the Democratic Party has 
become confused,” says Hart. 
 
It’s a claim that’s hard to dispute. The Dems haven’t scored a major victory at the ballot 
box since Bill Clinton’s re-election in 1996, and it could be getting worse. The cover 
story of the Oct. 1 edition of the New York Times Magazine detailed a rift that has 
formed within the Democratic Party between DNC Chairman Howard Dean and the 
party’s old guard, which, if not mended, could extend this decade-long slump in national 
elections. 
 
The rift, reported the Times, is over the DNC’s strategy for November’s midterm 
elections. The old guard, led by Congressmen Rahm Emanuel and Chuck Schumer, 
would like to see the party focus on winning back the House and possibly even the Senate 
this November. Dean, meanwhile, is focused more on long-term gains, employing a “50-
state strategy” to rebuild the party’s infrastructure rather than sinking money into 
midterm elections. 



 
The latter approach is more in line with Hart’s manifesto. The Courage of Our 
Convictions is not about winning one election; it is about defining a platform that puts 
principles before policies. If the Democrats are looking for a savior, they’d better have an 
infrastructure in place to support one when he or she arrives. He writes: “The Democratic 
Party must decide what its core principles are and then, and only then, decide which 
national leader or leaders best embody those principles. No politician can save a political 
party that does not know what it stands for.” 
 
Hart may be a man of ideas, but he is also a man of history. When putting together his 
manifesto, Hart delved into his party’s past instead of looking ahead to the buzz-worthy 
candidates of ’08. The Courage of Our Convictions is not filled with revolutionary 
concepts. Hart has simply examined the history of the Democratic Party and crystallized 
its four core principles: national community, international coalition, civic duty, and social 
justice. Each of these principles Hart culled from a 20th century Democratic president—
Franklin D. Roosevelt, Harry Truman, John F. Kennedy, and Lyndon Johnson 
respectively. For Hart, the future of the Democratic Party does not rest so much on the 
shoulders of rising stars like Barack Obama and Hillary Rodham Clinton, but rather on 
the groundwork laid out by the Democratic leaders of the 20th century. The party must 
revisit its own legacy for definition, and then step up to the podium and, finally, answer 
the question: “What do the Democrats stand for?” 
 
“The Democratic Party has to reintroduce itself to the American people in terms of 
principles,” says Hart. “I want to belong to a party that knows what it stands for, even in 
defeat.” 
 
 
Justify your existence 
“It’s fashionable in politics to say we’re at a crossroads, but I think historically we are,” 
says Hart. “We’re in a revolutionary age, and I’ve written that repeatedly in my recent 
books.” 
 
Hart is no stranger to revolutions. In the ’70s he belonged to a group of upstart 
Democrats that rose to power in Colorado, then a Right-leaning state. In the ’80s, as a 
member of Congress, he was vocal about embracing the economic challenges of new 
technology as the industrial age waned. As a presidential candidate, Hart called for the 
end of Cold War politics, saying as early as 1984 that “…too many of our leaders force 
today’s problems into the framework of yesterday’s debate… Any leader who thinks 
today’s world is the same as yesterday’s will miss the future.” According to Hart, some 
of the major things that make the world so revolutionary in 2006 include globalization; 
the information revolution; learning to deal with nations that have failed following the 
collapse of the Soviet Union and have been overrun with tribalism, ethnic nationalism, 
and religious fundamentalism; and the changing nature of conflict in the age of terrorism 
and urban warfare. 
 



“Those are profound revolutions. The challenge to our political system is to adapt to 
those changes, and I don’t think we’re doing it very well—either party,” he says. “The 
Democrats are adrift, and the Republicans want to go backward.” 
 
How Democrats respond to these revolutions will determine the party’s long-term 
relevancy, says Hart. The popularity in recent years of third-party candidates suggests 
that the public is looking for alternatives outside the mainstream political structure. At the 
very least this should be cause for self-examination within the DNC, he says. 
 
“Any time you have repeated desire for another option, whether it’s Ross Perot or the 
Reform Party, that means that there are a lot of people out there that don’t like either of 
the traditional parties,” says Hart. “That should drive the parties to re-identify themselves 
and say, ‘Here’s who we are, and here’s why you should vote for us.’ 
 
“It’s true of any political institution,” he adds. “It needs to repeatedly remind people why 
it exists.” 
 
The Courage of Our Convictions sets out to do just that, but Hart has no illusions that his 
manifesto alone should serve as the blueprint for redefining the Democratic Party. As 
Hart writes in the book’s introduction: “The purpose here is not to propound a declaration 
but rather to stimulate debate and reflection.” 
 
But are the Dems ready to hold up their end of the dialogue? According to DNC 
spokeswoman Amaya Smith, it’s not a question of defining core principles, as Hart 
suggests, because the principles are already in place. The task is to get them out to the 
public. 
 
“It’s not that we need to change our values or our message. We just need to be clearer in 
how we’re talking about it and reach out to all voters, whether it be folks who have 
traditionally been our base or Republicans,” says Smith. 
 
“We don’t need to go out and reinvent the wheel,” she adds. “We have a lot of core 
principles that identify our party.” 
 
When asked what those core principles are, Smith refers to the communal nature of 
Democratic values. 
 
“We like to say we’re the party of ‘We,’ not the party of ‘Me,’” says Smith. “This sense 
of community, that we’re all in this together… That’s a basic core value you could use as 
an overarching principle for any Democratic policy.” 
 
As for Hart’s role in this process, he appears to be an outsider to his own party. Smith 
says she hasn’t read The Courage of Our Convictions and offers a lukewarm endorsement 
of Hart. 
 



“I think he’s an important voice, an important figure, and one of many voices that we 
definitely need to be out there talking about the Democratic vision, the Democratic 
message,” she says. 
 
“I think he’s a great figure,” she adds. “But there’s a lot of other great figures out there 
talking about Democratic Party values… A lot of this is not rocket science… I think a lot 
of people make it sound more complicated than it is.” 
 
With the Democratic Party reportedly struggling with its identity, The Courage of Our 
Convictions has made it into the hands of readers across America. But it has yet to make 
it onto the bookshelf of the DNC. 
 
 
The path to 9/11 
This isn’t the first time Hart has been ignored by the powers that be in Washington. 
 
On Sept. 6, 2001, he flew to the nation’s capitol to meet with then National Security 
Advisor Condoleezza Rice. Nearly two decades earlier, when Rice was a graduate student 
of political science at the University of Denver—and a Democrat—she was an informal 
campaign advisor to Hart during his 1984 presidential bid. But the purpose of Hart’s 
meeting with Rice wasn’t to rap about the old days. Hart came bearing a warning: 
America was likely to come under attack, and soon. 
 
Hart had delivered this warning before. Four months earlier, in May, Hart had testified 
before Congress: “The prospect of mass casualty terrorism on American soil is growing 
sharply.” In early September he had met with aviation executives in Montreal to discuss 
the likelihood of an airborne terrorist attack. On Sept. 5 the subhead of the Montreal 
Gazette had read: “Thousands Will Die, Ex-Presidential Hopeful Says.” 
 
Six days later, he would be proven correct. 
 
That Hart’s warnings were ignored is not just tragic but confusing. Hart wasn’t barking in 
the dark or acting on a hunch. He was doing his job. 
 
From 1998-2001 Hart co-chaired the U.S. Commission on National Security for the 21st 
Century along with former Republican senator Warren Rudman. Better known as the 
Hart-Rudman Commission, the bipartisan committee included political and military elite 
such as Newt Gingrich, former Secretary of Defense and CIA Director James 
Schlesinger, and Lee Hamilton, who would later vice-chair the 9/11 Commission. 
President Clinton and then Secretary of Defense William Cohen formed the committee in 
October 1998, and it would become the most comprehensive review of national security 
since 1947. The committee was to convene for three years and present a security report to 
Clinton’s successor in January 2001. What the committee discovered was so terrifying 
and urgent that Hart and Rudman continued to deliver their message after the committee 
had disbanded. 
 



Hart and Rudman have since been referred to as the “Paul Reveres” of the age of 
terrorism, having called for the formation of a department of homeland security long 
before 9/11. It’s an honor Hart would rather do without, wishing instead that the 
recommendations of the committee had been followed when issued, and that the terrorist 
attacks of Sept. 11 had been prevented. 
 
But through his military reform efforts as a Congressman, his work on the Hart-Rudman 
Commission, and his current chairmanship of the American Security Project, Hart has 
become a respected voice in homeland defense. In 2004 he served as a foreign policy and 
national security advisor for Democratic presidential nominee John Kerry, and he’s also 
written about national security in his books The Shield and the Cloak: The Security of the 
Commons and The Fourth Power. 
 
“The Shield and the Cloak lays out a pretty comprehensive alternative defense strategy, 
an alternative to preemptive warfare,” says Hart. 
 
If Democrats can learn anything from Hart’s example, it’s that the Left can be strong on 
defense without falling into the political trap that tripped up Dems in 2004. 
 
“The incumbent president of the [Republican] party was able to once again scare people 
with, ‘The terrorists are coming, the terrorists are coming, and the Democrats don’t know 
what to do about it.’ Wrong,” says Hart. 
 
For change to occur at the ballot box, he says, the Dems first need to change the 
perception that they’re weak on defense. 
 
“If people continue to see this disparity in who can secure us, the Democrats are always 
going to be the minority,” says Hart. 
 
But by this he doesn’t mean out-hawking the Hawks. Hart is critical of Democrats who 
rubber-stamped Bush’s war on Iraq in 2002 and have since recanted. He’s also critical of 
Dems like Hillary Rodham Clinton and Joseph Lieberman who have attempted to trump 
Bush by suggesting more troops and more occupation. Hart’s notion of national defense 
is more sophisticated than the number of troops amassed in foreign countries. It also 
involves intelligence, alliances, protection of resources, and support for failing states 
abroad. He writes: “National security is no longer strictly a military concept.” 
 
The timing, he says, has never been better for Democrats to assert themselves on the 
topic of defense. He writes: “Rarely in recent history has a Republican administration so 
weakened the nation’s defenses that it opened the way for a comprehensive Democratic 
national defense strategy.” 
 
 
Don’t call it a comeback 
Over the course of 70 years, Hart has put together an impressive résumé. Like a real-life 
Forrest Gump, he has been involved in some of America’s most important and 



memorable recent political events—for better and for worse. As an author and elder 
statesman he has become a respected voice in the arena of national security. He was 
involved with three presidential campaigns—those of JFK, George McGovern, and John 
Kerry as a volunteer, campaign manager, and advisor. He twice ran for president himself, 
cementing his place in ’80s pop-culture trivia along the way with the Donna Rice sex 
scandal in 1987. Hart was the frontrunner for the Democratic nomination in April of ’87 
when allegations surfaced that he was having an extramarital affair. Hart initially 
responded to the allegations by daring the press to follow him around, and the press took 
the bait. Within a few weeks the media observed Rice leaving Hart’s Washington 
townhouse and spending the night with him on a sailboat. Hart dropped out of the race a 
week later. Considering his popularity at the time, and his success in the 1984 campaign, 
it’s likely that Hart would have gone on to face George H.W. Bush in the presidential 
election. 
 
It’s a life worthy of a movie, and should this biopic come to fruition, the filmmaker 
would be wise to play James Taylor’s “Fire and Rain” during the film’s closing credits. 
What other song could more perfectly capture the highs and lows of his career, not to 
mention his Sisyphusean effort to reclaim a place in the political arena? 
 
There have been whispers of a Hart presidential bid in 2008, as there were in 2004. For 
now they remain just that: disembodied whispers. Hart is emphatic that his writing career 
is not part of a political comeback, though he says that, if offered, he would be interested 
in assuming an appointed government position… though one has not been forthcoming 
from the current regime. 
 
“The Bush administration has not asked me to do anything,” he says, smiling. 
 
Until that invitation arrives, Hart says he will continue with his current pursuits, and we 
can expect more books from him in the near future. After publishing four titles in 11 
months, though, you’d think Hart would be due for a break. Hart thought so himself, and 
he recently told his publishers that he’s “written out” for the time being. 
 
“Writing is hard work,” he says. “Editing is hard work. And promotion is even harder… 
that’s like campaigning.” 
 
Promotion includes recent book signings at the Boulder Book Store and Tattered Cover 
in Denver, not to mention the two media interviews he’s scheduled for today at The 
Market. Tonight Hart is giving a talk on the cost of war—not just the cost of footing the 
bill for tanks and bombs, but the price tag for caring for wounded veterans and their 
families, their medical and psychiatric expenses, and the cost of corruption in Iraq. It’s a 
lecture. Nothing more, he says. 
 
But then a curious thing happens on the way to The Market. The upcoming talk has given 
this man of “new ideas” one more idea. 
 



“On the way over here I was thinking it might be interesting to write a book that 
evaluated the total cost of war, so when I get back to the office I’ll send off a proposal to 
my publisher,” Hart says with a laugh. “I hadn’t thought I’d write again for a while, but 
now I’ve got this idea.” 
 
In the back corner of The Market café, Gary Hart finishes his coffee and excuses himself. 
His next appointment is waiting at another table. After that he’s going back to the office 
to write a new book proposal. After that… well, we’re sure the former senator will think 
of something else to do. “Fire and Rain” will just have to wait. 
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